M ore than 60% of Americans report that money is a significant source of stress for them. 1 And given some recent startling statistics on financial health, that's understandable. According to the PwC's 2018 Employee Financial Wellness Survey, 2 nearly 40% of adults in the United States are finding it difficult to meet their monthly household expenses. Almost a quarter of employees are providing financial support for aging parents, and more than 40% of those with adult children are providing financial support to those children. Providing that support is creating financial challenges for the employee, who as a result is 2 to 3 times more likely to need to rely on credit cards to cover monthly expenses and to report that finances have been a distraction at work. 2 Student loan debt is mounting: As of March 2018, the student loan debt in America reached $1.5 trillion. 3 And though running out of money in retirement is the chief concern about retirement for 40% of Americans, retirement savings levels are low and borrowing from retirement savings is not uncommon. More than a quarter of employees have already borrowed from their retirement funds, and more than 40% report it's likely they will need to do so. 2 In addition to these sometimes harsh economic realities, Americans' financial well-being is further eroded by our tendency to make upward social comparisons. In fact, the direction and frequency of social comparisons accounted for more of the variance in well-being than income, age, gender, or education. 4 Not surprisingly, 25% of employees report that personal financial issues have been a distraction at work-and among that contingent, more than 40% are spending 3 hours a week thinking about or dealing with those issues. Increasingly aware of the toll financial distress is taking on employees, employers are taking steps to address financial well-being as a key component of their overall wellness strategy. 5 This issue includes 2 case studies from employers who have successfully done just that: Prudential Financial and Meredith Corporation. Both have gone far beyond financial education, relying heavily on best practices, such as comprehensive needs assessment, intervention targeting, continuous quality improvement, integration with other benefits, and rigorous evaluation to guide their efforts.
Stories such as theirs can undoubtedly provide a model for other organizations to follow to lay the groundwork for enhancing financial well-being. The articles from Dr. Bruce Sherman and Susan Bailey challenge us to build on those models and significantly expand our perspective on financial well-being.
As Susan suggests, in some cases, that may involve raising the minimum wage, as Amazon recently did, 6 or expanding the scope of financial well-being solutions offered to include innovative programs that address a continuum of needs (eg, college student loan repayment, 7, 8 identity theft protection 9 ). But perhaps more importantly, Bruce and Susan both so eloquently underscore how critical it is to address social determinants of health (SDoH).
For those struggling with one or more SDoH, one of the key challenges is the limitation on bandwidth 10 created by scarcity (ie, having less than you feel you need). 11 In the book Scarcity: Why Having Too Little Means So Much, 11 Mullainathan and Shafir provide countless examples of the ways in which the scarcity of any resource (money, food, time) literally captures the mind, automatically and powerfully redirecting attention to the unfulfilled need. 11 Being poor by definition means having too little money to buy things one needs, but it also requires an individual to use more of his or her bandwidth to manage the available funds (accounting for inconsistent income, juggling expenses, making difficult or impossible trade-offs). 10 Given the preoccupation with the scarcity, there are fewer cognitive resources to devote to other things. The profound ''tax'' on bandwidth created by scarcity shows up in reduced cognitive capacity and fluid intelligence (ie, logical reasoning, problem-solving, processing of information, and decision-making) and reduced executive control. Executive control influences the ability to plan, control impulses, inhibit actions, and attend. These reductions translate to astonishingly large effects-leaving those experiencing scarcity with less insight, less capacity to think ahead, and less control. ''Tunneling,'' or single-mindedly focusing on managing scarcity, is an example of these cognitive effects. An individual experiencing financial scarcity, for instance, may forego longer term needs such as insurance or maintenance medications because they are so focused on meeting immediate weekly demands like food. The essential thing to remember, however, is that the shift in focus is involuntary. It is not a conscious choice. Tunneling leads to seemingly irrational decisions such as taking pay-day loans or making late payments because the penalties, late fees, and interest fall outside the ''tunnel''-and tunneling is based on ''immediate scarcity,'' not future scarcity. This is particularly problematic because the errors that scarcity creates (eg, late fees piling up because of forgetting to pay) exacerbate scarcity, so there is little opportunity to create a capacity to absorb shocks to the system (eg, fluctuations in income or unexpected expenses).
If it all sounds a bit abstract, an example might help. Mani et al 12 conducted a study on mall-goers in New Jersey, who were asked to report household income before being told to imagine a hypothetical unexpected expense of $300 to service their car, half of which will be covered by insurance. They were asked to decide whether to repair the car or try to get by without making the repair. Participants were then asked to complete a standard test of fluid intelligence (Raven's matrices). For the purposes of the study, participants below the median income were classified as ''poor'' and those above the median income were deemed ''rich.'' There were no differences in performance on the test under the $300 condition. When the hypothetical scenario was modified for another group to reflect a $3000 car repair, however, the poorer participants performed significantly worse on the Raven's matrices. The authors concluded that, despite being a hypothetical scenario, the simulation triggered thoughts about the very real limitations on money in the lower income group. In other words, participants' fluid intelligence was reduced by preoccupation with scarcity, and the effects were not minor. The limitation on intelligence was equivalent to losing a full night of sleep or a reduction in 13 to 14 IQ points. Keep in mind that a difference of that magnitude is the difference between ''average'' and ''superior'' intelligence. 12 If, like me, you question the generalizability of findings among mall-goers in New Jersey, rest assured that the effects were replicated with a much more real-world population: rural sugar cane farmers in India. Scarcity for them was created by the nature of sugar cane harvesting happening only once per year. Thus, before the harvest, much of the previous year's income was already used. The researchers used behaviors such as having pawned things or taken loans as indications of scarcity. In this case, they measured fluid intelligence and executive control before and after the harvest using Raven's matrices and the Stroop task. The results revealed that farmers performed significantly worse on both fluid intelligence tasks (about 9-10 IQ points) and executive control before the harvest (ie, when ''poor''). Thus, the farmers appeared to be less intelligent and to have less self-control when money was scarce. 12 The concept of bandwidth provides a new lens through which we can view financial well-being. Inconsistent work hours, for instance, can perpetuate juggling of demands and scarcity, further limiting the already taxed bandwidth of lower income groups. Many behaviors that have seemed inexplicable or irrational can be viewed as expected outcomes of reduced and overloaded bandwidth. Incentives that fall outside the tunnel, for example, are unlikely to work. As a result, we need to look for ways to create or increase bandwidth, which in turn should increase working memory, impulse control, and self-control.
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As Mullainathan and Shafir wrote:
When you're tunneling, many rewards can fall outside the tunnel. Why not instead think about financial products, logistical interventions, or working conditions that help workers deal with financial volatility and help clear some bandwidth? 11(p231) Recent efforts by employers such as Walmart 13 and Kronos 14 to provide pay advances to employees in an effort to avoid payday lenders is one illustration of a financial product that may help create some bandwidth. It may also be possible to influence what is ''in the tunnel'' by using reminders. In one study, participants were asked how much they were saving and for what purpose. A simple text or mailed reminder of the goal once a month increased savings by 6%.
Timing to maximize bandwidth may also be helpful. If, for example, options for longer term strategies are presented when individuals have more bandwidth, they are more likely to adopt them. This worked for the farmers in India. If they were asked to prepurchase the fertilizer they needed the next season right after the harvest, they were much more likely to make the investment to improve the following year's sugar cane crops. 11 The same is likely true for financial behaviors that can stem from the forgetfulness tunneling can cause, such as setting up auto-pay for at least minimum payments to avoid the late fees. Bandwidth limitations also have important implications for how information is presented. Presenting clear and concise summaries of options for financial products or programs can economize on bandwidth. 11 Finally, the outcome measures through which we evaluate interventions should be expanded to include bandwidth. If a child care program is subsidized by an employer, there are obvious benefits of saving time and money for the employee. What is often underappreciated and unmeasured is the extent to which the program increases bandwidth. 1 social determinants of health contribute significantly to each individual's health status. Although debate continues as to the relative significance of SDoH to overall health, there is broad consensus that these factors play an important role. In support, the past 2 years have yielded a plethora of research studies, including recognition of the importance of SDoH on the health of employees and family members receiving employer-sponsored health care. As a contributor to individual health status, SDoH represent a largely untraveled path for employers to improve workforce health, well-being, and business performance. Additionally, meaningful employer attention to SDoH may also support employer health-care cost containment efforts.
Why now? A confluence of several factors has triggered growing interest in SDoH. Employers have yet to find an impactful and lasting solution to lowering health-care costs that also results in improved employee health and well-being. Cost-shifting to employees in the form of high-deductible health plans has failed to yield the hoped-for health-care consumerism behaviors. In fact, many low-wage workers are choosing to simply avoid using health care. 2 Complicating the issue is the fact that raising health-care costs have limited employers' abilities to provide meaningful wage increases, particularly for lower wage workers, creating the need for many to have to choose between spending money on health-care expenses and basic living needs. As a result, stress levels due to financial concerns for many employees is near an all-time high.
For most employers, full recognition of the significance of SDoH-and the employer's role in the issue-hasn't been fully appreciated. The fact is that wage disparities have only increased in recent years, and despite current near-record low levels of unemployment, low-wage workers haven't seen the earnings increases that their more highly paid counterparts have received. 3 Yet, there is hope. Financial well-being as an important social determinant has been identified by most employers as a priority concern for many employees. A number of vendors have introduced new marketplace offerings, with services that include one or more of the following, along with others: Student loan repayment support Basic money management techniques More timely pay/advances on earnings Low-cost loans Retirement readiness counseling Installment purchasing While helpful, these offerings don't get at the root problem of socioeconomic disparities. Some employers have taken a broader view of SDoH as a foundational component of workforce health and wellbeing. From this vantage point, opportunities exist to take a closer look at organizational roles and responsibilities in supporting employees and their communities as part of broader corporate social responsibility considerations.
Opportunities to Improve Social Determinants of Health via Worksite Health Promotion and/or Well-Being Initiatives
Worksite health promotion and/or well-being initiatives can play a significant role in helping to improve SDoH. It is important to appreciate that while not explicitly acknowledging SDoH, many well-being programs attempt to address specific social determinants, such as supporting individuals to modify nutrition and exercise-related lifestyle behaviors. For example, with a company-sponsored health promotion program, an individual living in an unsafe area may be given access to a fitness center in a more secure location. Farmers' markets at work can help to improve access to healthier foods for individuals living in food deserts. Financial well-being programs help individuals to improve their socioeconomic status through better financial management and planning.
Yet, 2 important observations must be acknowledged. First, the workplace itself is an important and underacknowledged social determinant of health. 4, 5 Employer policies and practices, including wages, attendance, leave policies, and performance-based compensation incentives, all contribute in some way to each employee's health status. For example, consider the uncertainty and financial stress created by retail companies that implement variable work hour schedules for employees living paycheck-to-paycheck. As a result, any perceived misalignment of organizational health promotion or well-being programs with business practices may understandably generate negative employee reaction. For companies that strive to create a ''culture of health,'' it is essential that SDoH be included in organizational strategy.
Second, employers also need to understand both their role as a contributor to SDoH and their role in addressing identified priorities. 6 Some company leaders may feel that organizational responsibilities extend only as far as offering health promotion programs, while others who place a high value on investments in workforce human capital may want to think more broadly about how they are supporting their workforces and communities as part of their corporate social responsibility objectives.
Practically speaking, for health promotion and well-being programs to meaningfully address SDoH priorities, program structure should be able to incorporate the following processes:
Have a clear understanding of the scope, capabilities, and limitations of existing benefits offerings to address SDoH concerns, including employee assistance programs. Be aware of resources that can help support unmet individual needs. Facilitate referral of individuals with unmet SDoH needs to available resource support, including community-based options such as Aunt Bertha (www.auntbertha.com), which is a free online social services search engine, and the 211 Helpline Center, which provides callers with information about and referral to available social services in their location. The 211 helpline is currently available in portions of all 50 states and Puerto Rico. Track referrals and ensure appropriate follow-up. Incorporate SDoH-related data in program participation and outcomes reporting.
Lastly, employers need to consider the impact of SDoH on their health promotion and well-being program incentives strategy. To our knowledge, few studies have evaluated incentives-driven program participation on the basis of employee wage status. Our experience has been that low-wage workers are significantly less likely to participate in the completion of health assessment and biometrics testing. 7 Further, our data indicate that low-wage workers participating in outcomes-based incentive programs earn less in incentive amounts than more highly paid workers (see Figure 1 ). This finding is in keeping with observations from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, which notes the risk of increasing disparities among disadvantaged individuals when implementing outcomes-based biometric testing. 8 
The Importance of Employers and Health Promotion Practitioners Addressing the Unique Needs of Low-Wage Earners
For health promotion practitioners to be effective, they must understand each individual's personal priorities and motivation. Historically, wellness programs typically addressed lifestyle issues largely impacting physical health, with widespread recognition that those likely to engage already have health as a personal priority. What's behind that observation is the fact that individuals who elect not to participate in wellness programs may have personal priorities that preclude their involvement. For example, an individual working 2 jobs may not have available time to engage in a health promotion program. Someone who is caregiving for an ailing parent may similarly be unavailable to participate in a wellness activity.
Low-wage workers often have personal priorities that take precedence over their own health. In a survey of individuals regarding the prevalence of personal stressors, financial stress topped the list, followed by work issues, health issues of family members-and then personal health. 9 It's no wonder then, that engaging low-wage workers can be a challenge, particularly when they experience financial stress, are often in work settings that negatively impact their well-being, and have limited resources to respond to family member needs.
In order to meaningfully engage low-wage workers in health promotion activities, employers and health promotion practitioners must adopt a ''whole-person'' view of each individual. Well-being assessment domain scores can help to identify personal concerns, and surveys identifying sources of stress can also provide direction. However, a more pragmatic (and perhaps more holistic) approach might include adopting for use one of the available SDoH screening tools 10, 11 to identify practical issues that require attention.
There is an important note of caution for employers. Our research suggests that low-wage workers may not be well represented among those completing well-being surveys, and as a result, program priorities may not be adequately represented by survey respondents alone.
Financial Well-Being Programs: A Case Study
How should employers take SDoH into consideration when planning a financial well-being program offering? The response to this question provides a representative example of the strategic and practical aspects of incorporating of SDoH into other benefits program activities. As previously noted, financial stress is one of the most prevalent concerns individuals face-among both low-wage workers and a number of middle-income earners.
Until recently, many employer financial well-being programs involved a focus on participation in and management of 401(k) investments. In light of the growing recognition of the relationship between financial well-being and employee performance, along with employee retention concerns in a tight labor market, employers have started implementing more broad-based financial well-being programs. These typically address more foundational concerns, including setting up a monthly budget, debt management, saving for retirement, and practical considerations, such as buying a home or car.
How should employers best incorporate SDoH into their financial well-being program offering? Representative considerations include the following:
1. Be relevant.
If the program goal is to alleviate financial stress within an identified population, ensure that the offering acknowledges specific employer attributes, including the approach to compensation, turnover rates, and supporting benefits programs (eg, student loan repayment services or educational scholarship fund availability).
Be genuine.
Ensure that messaging reflects a credible perspective that is sincere, candid, and direct-and consistent with organizational values and culture. To be effective for specific population subgroups, financial wellbeing programs need to be understandable. For example, a financial well-being program called ''frugality'' may not attract much interest among low-wage workers because they may not understand the term.
4. Ensure financial well-being staff are effective communicators for employees at all levels of the organization.
A certified financial planner is probably not the best individual to counsel a low-wage employee about setting up a basic household budget. Individuals with less training may be better suited to address low-wage worker questions and concerns.
5. Offer financial well-being program design that accommodates low-wage worker lifestyles.
Low-wage workers may have multiple demands on their time, limiting their ability to take the time to complete an hour-long online educational curriculum. It may be best to provide ''bite-sized'' educational components that can be completed in shorter time increments.
6. Ensure that existing wage-related employer policies and practices are reasonably aligned with financial well-being programs.
Compensation level determinations aside, employer practices address a number of other attributes regarding employee wages, including, for example, just-in-time work scheduling that limits employees' ability to have predictable weekly earnings. Similarly, the absence of employer subsidies for low-wage workers' health benefits may serve to send an inconsistent message to employees about the extent to which employers care about employee well-being.
7. Give consideration to including offerings that address important subpopulation financial well-being needs.
If the employees are predominantly millennials with college degrees, student loan repayment support may be an attractive option for both current and prospective employees. Or if the company culture emphasizes personal growth, consider offering tuition benefit support.
8. Collect and use feedback from program participants and nonparticipants.
Ongoing performance improvement can help to optimize the success of any program. Feedback from program participants can provide meaningful insights to enhance program effectiveness and value. Importantly, input from individuals who choose not to participate can also provide learnings to foster broader participant engagement.
SDoH are vital considerations when planning health benefits programs for workers and their families. Employers will benefit from a thoughtful evaluation of their portfolio of current benefits offerings through the lens of SDoH. The resulting insights will undoubtedly contribute to more engaging and impactful program offerings. s anyone dealing with hungry employees?'' the woman across the table asked the small group of human resource and benefits professionals who had gathered to network and share ideas around supporting the health of their employees. The honesty of the question caught us all a bit off guard. The attendees were from various manufacturers based in Southeast Michigan, the hub of auto-manufacturing in the United States. It was February 2018. State and national unemployment rates were historically low, and the fight for talent was red hot. She went on to share that the average wage of the workers in their facilities was $13/h and that she knew through a variety of experiences that employees were cash strapped and hungry. Working within the space she could influence, the manager shared her current solution to the challenge-a couple of days a week, she purchases loaves of bread and peanut butter and jelly to makes sandwiches for employees to grab in the break room of the small automotive parts manufacturer that employs approximately 300 on multiple shifts. From there, the conversation evolved and other attendees shared their experiences of low-wage workers struggling with basics such as reliable transportation and childcare.
The field is increasingly recognizing the role that financial health plays in overall well-being. I admit however that, until that day, I hadn't been thinking deeply enough-beyond retirement preparation and student loan repayment programs-to strategies that include addressing the financial challenges a significant portion of the US workforce face. A recent government survey reported just two-fifths of nonretired adults believe their retirement savings are on track, and a quarter have no retirement savings or pension whatsoever. Four in 10 adults, if faced with an unexpected expense of $400, would either not be able to cover it or would pay for it by selling something or borrowing money.
1 If the objective of organizational health and wellbeing strategies is to enable employees and their families to thrive, then addressing the complete reality of financial well-being from multiple angles is critical.
What Is Thriving?
If you asked 100 CEOs if their goal was to lead a thriving organization, the vast majority would likely respond affirmatively. Given that the definition of thrive is to grow vigorously, gain in wealth or possessions, or to progress toward or realize a goal despite or because of circumstances, organizational and employee thriving feel naturally interdependent. 2 It is difficult to grow a bountiful crop in poor soil. Thriving organizations rely upon a healthy and thriving workforce. [3] [4] [5] [6] Psychologist Abraham Maslow hypothesized human thriving is dependent on fulfillment of basic needs-food, water, shelter, and rest. Only when those needs are satisfied can individuals have the desire or capacity to direct attention toward higher order needs. 7 Ability to purchase food and affordable housing and having time off from work to rest all contribute to fulfillment of basic needs. Moving beyond physiological needs, steering clear of predators and other stressors that threaten safety and security are also fundamental to survival. In modern terms, these threats might come in the form of work or family stressors or job security concerns.
With basic physiological and safety needs consistently met, individuals may be able to focus more attention on higher human needs such as love, belonging, and contributing to something greater than oneself. If thriving at work is defined as growing, developing, and feeling energized to take on more, enabling individual capacity to do so is dependent on removing obstacles that inhibit one's ability to meet basic needs. 8 Fulfillment of basic needs rests heavily on financial ability and stability. Comprehensive financial well-being initiatives in the workplace can play a significant role in addressing basic needs and helping employees and organizations thrive.
What Is Financial Well-Being?
A challenge with many names-financial security, insecurity, fragility, distress-financial well-being can mean different things to different people. With that in mind, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB) conducted research which led to defining financial well-being as a state of being wherein a person:
1. Has control over day-to-day, month-to-month finances; 2. Has the capacity to absorb a financial shock; 3. Is on track to meet financial goals; and 4. Has the financial freedom to make the choices that allow him or her to enjoy life. 9 Financial health became a focus of organizational well-being strategies as organizations moved away from defined retirement benefit plans and efforts to increase 401(k) participation grew. As younger workers joined the workforce, talk of significant college loan debt impeding an employee's ability to save for retirement gained attention and expanded the focus of financial well-being to include programs that support loan repayment along with retirement preparation. Although these are important elements of financial well-being, according to the CFPB definition, this focus is based on the assumption that there is room (freedom) in a budget for reorganization and maximization. For a portion of the population in the United States, this might be true. However, a large group of the US working population deemed by the United Way as ALICE (Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed) would benefit from resources to support basic financial well-being. In simple terms, these individuals live in a household where the combined income is more than the federal poverty level, but less that the basic cost of living in their area. 10 Asset limited, income constrained, employed live paycheck-to-paycheck and may be in ongoing financial crisis or just 1 small shock-an unexpected bill or illness-away from crisis.
A majority of jobs in the United States are low-wage jobs. 11 Thirtyseven percent of the workforce earned less than $15 per hour in 2017. For a full-time employee, gross pay would equate to $31200-not enough to afford necessities such as housing, child care, food, health care, and transportation. Figure 1 outlines the cost of 5 basic household necessities, taxes, and miscellaneous costs in 13 states highlighting the challenge many employees would have making ends meet if they are low paid or carrying a significant amount of college loan debt. 12 The aim of many organizational health and well-being strategies is to offer an environment and resources that nurture employees and empower them to work with a high level of energy, focus, and engagement. This is a challenging aspiration if employees must focus valuable physical and psychological energy on making ends meet and fulfilling basic needs for themselves and their families.
Wealth and Health
What role does lack of wealth play in health? Chronic stress impacts physical, social, mental, and emotional health and Americans commonly rank worry over money as the top source of stress. [13] [14] [15] Gallup Well-Being Index data indicate a correlation exists between financial well-being and social relationships: Participants perceived strength of social relationships dropped as financial suffering increased. 16 Low wages have been found to predict higher prevalence of obesity, which is in turn linked to absenteeism and presenteeism. [17] [18] [19] Scarcity of financial resources significantly impacts cognitive functioning and problem-solving ability because more planning is necessary to determine how to allocate limited funds among necessities. 17, 20 Preoccupation with financial issues on top of the mental stress and challenges an individual might face navigating public assistance systems, understanding available resources, securing reliable transportation, or childcare may lead those eligible for services to forego or miss out on them altogether.
What Problem(s) Need Solving?
Given the complexity of the drivers of financial insecurity, a continuum of tactics should be considered when developing a financial well-being strategy to fit the needs of the workforce. Understanding basics such as where employees live, how much they earn, and what challenges they are facing financially is essential to ensuring a broad spectrum of issues is addressed. Table 1 outlines suggested data to consider when conducting a needs assessment.
Building Financial Stability
Opportunities for employers to build financial well-being and resilience run along a continuum from addressing financial concerns that impact ability to afford necessities of living to developing financial planning skills and preparing effectively for retirement. A strong strategy begins with ensuring basic needs that are addressed and then expanding to improve financial knowledge, skills, and support.
Basics First-Address Pay and Connect Employees to Gap Resources
Upon completion of a needs assessment, several organizations including Aetna and Gravity Payments took steps to address the root cause of the issues, beginning with increased salary minimums. 22, 23 In 2015, Gravity Payments CEO, Dan Price, decided to increase the minimum wage of his 120-member team to $70 000. After the time spent reflecting on a conversation with a friend who was struggling to make ends meet, Price dug in to find a way to improve wages, which included taking a significant salary cut to fund the pay increases. Since then, the company has continued to grow. In cases where increasing minimum wages is not an option, employers might consider creating an Employer Resource Network (ERN), a regional partnership of companies that provides wraparound services to vulnerable workers. 24 An ERN feels a bit like an Employee Assistance Program on steroids and epitomizes the idea of synergy: We are more powerful together than alone. Six to 10 small-to-midsize companies come together and purchase ''time shares'' of a social worker who visits each participating workplace and is available to meet confidentially with employees. The purpose of the social worker, who is referred to as a success coach, is to help employees connect to government and employer-sponsored resources and navigate systems that may help them achieve financial stability. Success coaches also focus on connecting individuals to training and development resources that can expand career opportunities that could lead to improved financial stability. Shares, which equate to 4 hours per week, average $8250 per year-a bargain when considering the impact which is estimated to be 33% of worker salary as measured by reduced turnover. 25 
Provide Access to Resources to Enable Employees
The field of financial well-being is growing rapidly. It is a young industry with many providers working to establish themselves as leaders by focusing on addressing one or more of the influencers of financial well-being: knowledge, skills, and motivation to be financially well. Table 2 summarizes the 6 main types of services providers offer. 26 Providers in the financial well-being space range dramatically in terms of years of experience delivering service. If partnering with a vendor has potential to meet the needs of your workforce, consider the following when vetting the various vendors in the marketplace:
Are the resources and tools offered accessible to employees in a medium that meets their needs-that is, online, in-person, outside of work? Does the vendor offer communications that will effectively connect with employees at an appropriate reading level? Who will do the work to communicate and promote the resource? Is the vendor able to integrate with other resources and benefits the organization may offer? What training does the provider require for their staff? Are they licensed and/or registered with the SEC, a state, or the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority? 27 How will success be evaluated? How often will reporting be provided?
Seek to understand the motivation behind the services the provider offers and look for a partner who will make recommendations and referrals that are independent and unbiased. If the services are provided at no charge by a firm, be sure to understand how the services are financed (ie through returns on investments that the vendor may recommend) and the impact this might have on their advice.
Regardless of which strategies and programs an organization chooses to employ, keep in mind that financial well-being can be, much like other areas of well-being, a tough topic to discuss. Many individuals feel a great deal of shame associated with financial distress as well as insecurity and belief that money matters are as private as biometric measures and other personal health indicators. 28 Beginning with awareness-raising techniques, such as sharing national data and statistics, can help employees see they are not alone in their struggles and begin to open them up to the idea that financial well-being is an important component of overall health. Taking steps to build a culture of trust, transparency, and honesty within the organization will help to create norms that enable employees to ask for help without fear of judgment in all areas, including financial issues.
Conclusion
The case for expanding the focus of well-being strategies to include financial health is growing strong as a brighter light begins to shine on the impact employee financial security has on individual and organizational health. Comprehensive support for health and well-being depends on acknowledging the elephant in the room-nearly everyone has financial challenges in their lifetime. Thriving depends on enabling employees to move beyond surviving. Although the root causes of employee financial insecurity are complicated, employers are uniquely positioned to have impact. Gratefully, the conversation has begun to gain momentum and the menu of approaches is expanding. 1 Employers are starting to pay attention. Building on the success of health and wellness programs that help employees improve their physical wellness, increasing numbers of employers are looking to implement programs that help employees improve their financial lives, too.
Prudential has been an early pioneer in this field and, over time, has made meaningful progress in addressing and reducing financial stress among its employees. While Prudential's journey along the financial wellness path will continue to evolve over time, examining the company's experience to date, including what it has learned and what it has been able to accomplish, may prove useful to other employers embarking on financial wellness initiatives of their own.
Investing in Your Most Valuable Asset
Prudential believes its current and future business success depends on its people. As such, the company has embraced a ''talent mind-set''-a company-wide commitment to attracting and developing employees whose insights, innovation, and hard work will fuel Prudential's success and make it a global leader in financial services.
While attracting talented workers is a key first step in this commitment, developing those workers and giving them the resources they need to flourish are even more important. To that end, Prudential has embraced what it calls a ''Culture of Health,'' in which it seeks to support the physical, emotional, social, spiritual, and financial wellbeing of its employees. This commitment to health permeates everything the company does for and with its employees.
While each dimension of employee well-being is important, Prudential in recent years has placed an increasing emphasis on financial wellness. This journey has been a 4-step process of discovery, plan design, inspiration, and monitoring of results.
Step 1: Discovery In 2007, Prudential adopted an employee health risk assessment evaluation, a tool now commonly used by many large employers to help employees identify key areas where they can focus on improving their health. Prudential encourages-and incentivizes-its employees to complete a health assessment. The company then analyzes the data they generate to identify areas where it could help improve the physical and mental health of its employees.
For some time now, Prudential also has been working with Truven Health Analytics and its IBM Watson technology to link and draw insights from Prudential's data on employee productivity and other health risks. In 2008, this analysis was expanded to include risk factors for financial stress. While the Great Recession beginning at that time would impact most American households, initial findings indicated that Prudential's employees were experiencing higher levels of financial stress than their counterparts at benchmark companies who also completed the same health assessment. In fact, a survey of employees at that time indicated that 31% had experienced financial problems in the past year.
Prudential has always provided competitive benefits offerings to its employees. Based on the survey findings, Prudential set out to expand the offerings that address and support the financial well-being of its workers.
Step 2: Design
To accomplish its goals, Prudential launched and has continued to offer a number of initiatives. In 2009, the company introduced budget coaching and began holding monthly budgeting seminars for interested employees. Approximately 100 employees a year participate in the budget coaching and about 800 employees participate in the webinar series. The following year, it developed a communications strategy for holistic health, including financial health. In 2011, to help alleviate the financial stress felt by many working parents, Prudential increased the annual hours allowed under its discounted back-up child care and adult care program. Five years later, it increased the number of hours available through that program again. Today, Prudential periodically performs a comprehensive review of its benefit offerings to identify how enhancements could be made to improve the financial well-being of its employees.
Retirement security is, of course, a significant goal for almost every person, so it's important for employers to help employees save at appropriate levels so they can afford to retire when they wish. To that end, Prudential offers its employees a 401(k) retirement savings plan in which it matches employee contributions dollar-for-dollar up to 4% of salary. To help employees make good financial decisions and maximize the plan's savings features, Prudential has upgraded the plan in several ways over the last dozen years. In 2006, after the internal revenue service issued definitive guidance on auto-enrollment provisions, the company responded by amending the plan to add an automatic enrollment feature that would be applicable to employees and attractive to new hires.
More recently, the company has begun defaulting new plan participants into Roth accounts rather than traditional pre-tax accounts and automatically escalating their contributions to the plan at a rate of 1 percentage point per year, up to a maximum of 15% of salary. The automatic escalation feature applies to non-highly compensated employees ($120,000 for Prudential employees in 2017). Each year, Prudential notifies employees enrolled in automatic escalation that the increase is about to take effect and gives them the option to increase their savings even more.
Prudential also has created a number of targeted messaging campaigns to encourage improved use of the 401(k) plan. For example, targeted messaging goes out on an ongoing basis to employees who are not deferring at rates that enable them to maximize the plan's 4% matching contributions feature; the communications gently encourage these participants to increase their deferral percentages, if possible, to take full advantage of the plan's match. Prudential also targets communications to employees who have reached age 50 to make them aware of the opportunity to increase their contributions under catch-up provisions available under the plan to participants 50 and older.
Finally, the company recently adopted a ''true-up'' provision for employees who inadvertently miss out on some portion of the company match because they have reached the maximum contribution limit. Under this provision, these employees now receive a one-time employer contribution to their account early the following year, representing the employer match they missed out on.
All these features support employees in their goals to save for retirement.
Step 3: Inspire Even with these enhancements in place and progress made in supporting reduced financial stress, Prudential continued to provide additional support to its employees in still other areas.
In 2015, the company introduced the Prudential Pathways program for its employees. The program includes on-site financial education workshops delivered by Prudential financial advisors. The educational sessions have proved highly popular: more than 5000 employees have attended sessions through year-end 2017. Feedback from attendees indicates that in addition to improving their financial literacy, the program has given them a more detailed understanding of, and appreciation for, the company's benefits program. The Pathways program at Prudential also includes a sub-component, Prudential Advisors On-Site, which is designed to provide each of the company's major US locations with a highly trained Prudential financial advisor directly on-site. These advisors are available for consultation on a wide variety of financial topics at no cost to employees. In addition, if the employee chooses, financial advisors can provide more detailed financial services.
Step 4: Monitor and Measure
As it built its financial wellness program, Prudential increasingly used data analytics to monitor and demonstrate the success of its various initiatives. Through its third-party analytics partner, IBM Watson Health, Prudential currently collects data from their annual health risk assessment. In 2017, 79% of its employees completed the assessment. Prudential tracks how financial stress impacts risks such as stress, depression, job satisfaction, life satisfaction, presenteeism, and absenteeism among employees.
The results are encouraging. There has been a significant drop in the number of employees who report experiencing financial problems in the last year from 31% in 2008 to 15% in 2017. However, recent findings from the 2017 assessment (15,603 responses) regarding the question ''Have you recently felt stress or anxiety around your finances?'' indicate that financial distress has significant implications for mental and emotional well-being. Twenty-two percent of employees indicated they were experiencing financial stress. The top 3 items employees said they were stressed about were: saving for other goals, credit card debt, and tuition debt/expenses. Those stressed about health-care expenses had 28% higher out-of-pocket expenses.
Among employees with financial stress as compared to those without were at 88% greater risk for overall stress; 190% greater risk for depression; 237% more likely to report that they were not satisfied with their life; and 88% more likely to report that they were not satisfied with their job. Employees experiencing financial stress had 64% more days lost on short-term disability and are more likely to experience a short-term disability. Those experiencing financial stress lost significantly more hours of productivity than those who do not experience financial stress. In fact, Prudential found employees who experience financial stress lose a full week of productivity compared to other employees. 2 The prevalence of diagnosed mental health conditions is 71% higher among those who experience financial problems.
What's Next?
For Prudential and its employees, the results of the company's financial wellness programs have been promising. Of course, a strong economy has also helped. Still, the number of Prudential employees who reported experiencing financial problems in the past year is half of what it was in 2008, and much lower than it is among employees of peer companies.
Nonetheless, Prudential continues to improve its financial wellness offerings. In February 2018, for example, the company introduced a digital financial wellness platform, called the Financial Wellness Experience, which will allow employees to customize the financial wellness education they receive. The Financial Wellness Experience is intended to support employees in adopting healthy behaviors that result in their ability to manage their day-to-day expenses, achieve important financial goals, and protect themselves against key financial risks. Prudential is offering a similar financial wellness digital platform to its institutional clients. The program features analytics, education, and other offerings designed to help employers improve the financial wellness of their employees.
Prudential understands that investing in the financial wellness of workers can translate into benefits for employers, too, including improved productivity and engagement, greater employee appreciation and understanding of employer-sponsored benefits programs, and improved workforce management opportunities as employees find they are able to afford to retire when they wish. With workers shouldering increasing financial burdens and risk, offering a financial wellness program isn't just the right thing to do, it's also smart business.
Seven Keys to a Successful Financial Wellness Program
of Americans are not saving adequately for retirement. 3 With these statistics, it's not surprising that more than 60% of Americans report that money is their leading cause of stress. 4 People's financial stress is not confined to home: It inevitably spills into others areas of their lives. Personal financial stress manifests itself in many ways at work. Absenteeism, turnover, presenteeism, wage garnishments, employee theft, and 401(k) loans are just a few impacts connected to personal financial stress. Consequently, financial stress has direct negative effects on costs and profitability. 5 To battle financial stress, an increasing number of companies are offering financial wellness as an employee benefit. Financial wellness programs can lower costs, reflect the employer's genuine concern for the welfare of their employees, and are responsive to employee's expectations for assistance from their employer. A critical success factor in Meredith's health and wellness program through 2010 was good data, which it obtained by having employees complete a Health Risk Assessment (HRA) and biometric screening. The HRA and biometric data allowed Meredith to identify specific behavioral interventions and track program outcomes at an aggregate level. Leveraging this experience, Meredith set the following 3 goals for its financial wellness program:
1. Determine how employees were feeling about and performing with their money. 2. Offer programming that would increase employee financial well-being. 3. Measure behavioral gains (or losses) over time at the participant and aggregate levels.
The program components Meredith implemented to accomplish these goals included an assessment, risk stratification, onsite financial workshops, and financial coaching.
To determine how employees were feeling about and performing with their money, Meredith deployed a financial wellness assessment (FWA) in April 2010. As with its HRA, Meredith's FWA was a selfreported instrument administered online to employees via Meredith's wellness platform. Meredith's original FWA measured 4 attributes: financial well-being, cash flow stress, savings rate, and employee benefits understanding. In its present configuration, Meredith's FWA also provides measures in such areas as investing, retirement readiness, college planning, and general well-being.
To measure financial well-being, Meredith and Iota worked with Virginia Tech professor and Personal Finance Employee Education Fund founder Dr. E. Thomas Garman. Garman and his colleagues had developed the Personal Financial Wellness Scale (PFW). 8 Derived from dozens of questions asked in many research studies conducted over almost 20 years, the PFW scale is an 8-item measure of the key outcomes of a single factor-financial distress/financial well-being. The PFW scale provides an accurate and reliable measure of the financial wellness with a Cronbach a reliability coefficient of 0.956.
9 Table 1 provides the framework for interpreting scores on the PFW. The average PFW score in the United States in 2013 was 5.2.
10
According to John Hoffmire, the current average score in the United States is 5.82.
To measure the remaining 3 attributes of cash flow stress, savings rate, and employee benefits understanding, Meredith's FWA contained additional subjective and objective questions. For instance, employees were asked how much they saved each month. Meredith's FWA also captured data beyond that required to measure the 4 attributes. For example, the FWA captured participants' readiness for financial behavior change, drawing directly on the Transtheortical Model of Behavioral Change developed by Dr. James Prochaska and his colleagues. 11 In total, Meredith's original FWA had 28 items and took about 20 minutes to complete.
The FWA was foundational in achieving Meredith's second objective for its financial wellness program: to offer programming that would improve employee financial well-being. In 2010, Meredith offered 4 onsite financial workshops covering such topics as budgeting, 401(k), and basic retirement planning. Today Meredith offers over 40 workshops, all of which can be delivered live at a worksite, live online via webinar, and through video streaming at no cost to employees and their spouses or partners. To facilitate these workshops, Meredith contracts with financial wellness professionals who are dedicated to education and coaching rather than the sale of financial products. The unbiased nature of Meredith's financial program removes potential conflicts of interest, builds trust, and promotes participation. One other aspect of Meredith's program that promotes participation is personalized learning. Meredith uses algorithms in the FWA to stratify a participant's financial risk. Additional algorithms in Meredith's wellness platform then pair each participant's financial risks with suggested educational content.
Another critical design element in Meredith's financial wellness program has been integration. From its inception, financial wellness has been wholly integrated into Meredith's health and wellness program. For instance, participants engage in both domains of wellness through a single platform, meredithwellness.com. User barriers are further minimized by either embedding financial wellness program elements into the platform or by using APIs for seamless transitions to external financial applications. On the promotional front, Meredith offers incentives to complete activities in both health and financial wellness. For example, participants may earn $10 in Well-Bucks, Meredith's popular wellness reimbursement program, by completing the FWA or by attending a financial workshop. Meredith also awards participants points for completing both health and financial wellness activities. Employees who earn a minimum number of points are rewarded with a substantial reduction in their health insurance premium.
To deepen integration even further, Meredith includes employee benefits education as an integral component of financial wellness programming. Whenever possible, a financial workshop will include benefit examples. For instance, a workshop on life insurance would include a discussion of Meredith's group life and supplemental life benefits. Furthermore, during open enrollment, Meredith offers workshops that guide employees through each open enrollment benefit. Finally, Meredith offers an online portal containing over 100 animated videos on Meredith's entire suite of benefits. By including employee benefits education in its financial wellness program, Meredith has significantly increased benefits understanding and use while simultaneously enhancing program relevance to employees.
To achieve its third program goal, the measurement of behavior change over time, Meredith offers the FWA to employees and spouses each year. Using 2010 assessment results as a baseline, Meredith provides each participant with a confidential annual scorecard. At the program level, administrators can search and retrieve both archived aggregate data and real-time aggregate scores via Meredith's wellness platform. The following data illustrate Meredith's aggregate results. 7 Aggregate PFW score increased from 6.0 in 2010 to 7.3 in 2018. 7 High financial distress reduced from 22% in 2010 to 6% today. High cash flow stress reduced from 41% in 2010 to 15% today. 401(k) participation increased from 85% in 2010 to 94% in 2011. High-deductible health plan enrollment increased from 8% in 2014 to 51% in 2016. Family relationships reported as ''excellent'' improved from 18% in 2013 to 47% in 2015.
For a more detailed analysis of Meredith's financial wellness results, see Prawitz and Cohart. 10 Additionally, Meredith generates equally strong results in health wellness, which has garnered national recognition. For example, Meredith was a Wellness Council of America's Platinum Well Workplace Award winner in 2011 and is a Healthiest 100 workplace award winner in 2018.
Given the level of financial stress among Americans and the negative impacts that stress has on businesses, employers can do well for both their workforce and themselves by replicating Meredith's financial wellness program. Offering an assessment, unbiased education, and analytics for both participants and program managers are key first steps in building a solid program. Other key design elements include integrating financial wellness into the overall wellness programming and technology, incorporating employee benefits into core financial wellness activities, and providing adequate incentives to promote engagement. Blending these attributes with an ongoing commitment of company leaders will position companies to mirror Meredith's success.
